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The Berezina and the Destruction of the "Grande Armee.w

After tremendous hardships the Grande Armee finally reached Smo-
lensk where it hoped to find food and rest. But like Moscow Smolensk
had been burned down. Horses perished for lack of fodder. The last
provisions were stolen by hungry soldiers who broke into the stores.
The French army was by now completely out of hand. To crown all,
severe frosts had set in. The soldiers used carriages, carts, and furni-
ture left in the houses to build bonfires on the squares. No fewer than
30,000 soldiers were ill. But it was not the "Russian frosts "that caused
;he defeat of the Grande Armee. In a work entitled Did the Frosts
Destroy the Frehch Army in 18121 Denis Davydov says the weather
?7as mild during Napoleon's retreat. His army was already at Yelnya
idien the first snow fell. The temperature did not drop below minus
;welve degrees, and the frost lasted no more than three or five days.
Is it possible," wrote Davydov, "that an army of 150,000 could
ose 65,000 men because of frosts that lasted from three to five days?
Che far more severe cold of 1795 in Holland, in 1807 during the Eylau
oampaign, which held about two months in succession, and in 1808 in
Spain, which held throughout the winter campaign in the mountains
of. Castile, touched the surface, so to speak, of the French army, but
did not penetrate it." It was the spirit of the Russian nation, the magni-
ficent heroism and staunchness of the Russian army, supported by the
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